A favourable structural feature of the European System Dynamics Workshops is that ample time is allocated to the sessions, in contrast to the ever decreasing presentation times at most international conferences. In this way, profound discussions are enabled, fostering productive exchanges among participants. Not all of the presented papers, however, are necessarily published in the special issue which follows the workshop. On the contrary, new work also finds a place there, since promising portions of work-in-progress likewise contribute to the ongoing quest for scientific progress in the subject area of concern. That is why only five papers from the Palermo meeting are going into print in this volume.
A graceful property and useful characteristic which stood out in this particular workshop was its trans-disciplinary nature, in two respects. Firstly, exponents of different backgrounds, e.g. economics, business, public policy, management, social sciences, environmental science and engineering engaged in the conversation. The discussion across disciplinary boundaries was enabled by a common code, embodied in the language and formal apparatus of the theory of non-linear dynamic systems. Such a common ground facilitates sharing among people from different backgrounds, affording them one and the same frame of reference that can accommodate different perspectives. The discussion is nourished by strands from diverse backgrounds, even as the protagonists of these strands continue to rely on their specific disciplinary language games. It is the common code that provides the concepts which make the connection between these different 'worlds' possible, therewith inducing mutual understanding and genuine progress in the collective endeavour. That symphonic quality is what distinguishes a trans-disciplinary discourse from a merely interdisciplinary exchange.
Secondly, the initiative, although it came from academics, did not confine itself to a conversation restricted to the 'ivory tower'. On the contrary, speakers came from the realms of both theory and practice. 60 per cent were academics from 12 universities across Europe (Great Britain, Ireland, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland), while 40 per cent were professionals working in such different areas as health care, opera house management, regional planning and control, management consulting and information technology. The presence of these high-stature representatives from the public sector stimulated and enriched the dialogue between researchers and practitioners. This feature was new in relation to prior workshops, and clearly it has borne fruit, in that several of the papers are authored by members of the public sector. The papers collected in this edition, then, are the product of a fruitful cooperation between experienced researchers and exceptionally knowledgeable managers from the arts, health care and the Sicilian Regional Authority.
The results published in this special issue demonstrate that system dynamics has already contributed substantially to the public sector. This is shown in the many case studies and examples distributed across the different papers. Beyond the status quo, however, the potential of system dynamics to orientate the design of public policies and to help policy implementation is enormous. As the discussions at the workshop showed, this potential has been actualized only to a small degree. The conceptual and methodological power of system dynamics opens new vistas for public sector management, as it does for organizational and managerial issues in general.
It is worth noting that the organizers found a distinctly pleasant way of blending formal
